
PR
EM

S 
10

09
20

Building a Europe
for and with children

www.coe.int/children

The COVID-19 
pandemic and 

children 

Challenges, 
responses and policy 

implications



Council of Europe

The COVID-19 
pandemic and 

children 

Challenges, 
responses and policy 

implications



The opinions expressed in this work 
are the responsibility of the author and 

do not necessarily reflect the official 
policy of the Council of Europe.

All requests concerning the 
reproduction or translation of all 
or part of this document should 

be addressed to the Directorate of 
Communication (F-67075 Strasbourg 

Cedex or publishing@coe.int). All 
other correspondence concerning this 

document should be addressed to 
Directorate General of Democracy

Cover and layout: Documents and 
Publications Production Department 

(SPDP), Council of Europe

Photos: Shutterstock

This publication has not been copy-edited 
by the SPDP Editorial Unit to correct 

typographical and grammatical errors

© Council of Europe, September 2020 
Printed at the Council of Europe



 ► Page 3

CONTENTS

CHALLENGES AND RESPONSES 7
1. Equal opportunities for all children 7
2. Participation of all children 11
3. A life free from violence for all children 13
4. Child-friendly justice 17
5. Children’s rights in the digital environment 19

CONCLUSIONS: POLICY IMPLICATIONS 22





T he COVID-19 pandemic has affected, and will continue to affect children 
and children’s rights in multi-faceted ways, both in the short- and long-
term. Following a thematic exchange of the Steering Committee for the 

Rights of the Child (CDENF) on 26 June 2020 and member states’ responses 
to a survey , the Council of Europe has identified a number of key challenges 
and trends, as well as some promising practices, which are summarised in 
this document. The Council of Europe has been active in responding to and 
offering support to its member states during the early stages of the pandemic: 
these measures, highlighted in the document, will continue to be of use. 

■ This combined stock-taking exercise has permitted identification of 
several key implications for children, arising from the pandemic, which could 
be considered in the upcoming action of the CDENF and the Council of 
Europe’s new Strategy for the Rights of the Child (2022-2027).

Key cross-cutting issues 

■ Challenges arising from the COVID-19 and response measures span 
across the 5 priority areas of the current Strategy for the Rights of the child 
(2016-2021): namely, 1. Equal opportunities, 2. Participation, 3. Violence 
against children, 4. Child-friendly justice and 5. Digital environment. While 
this document categorises identified challenges accordingly, it also points to 
a number of cross-cutting themes, with digital environment considerations 
implicated in nearly all of them: 

 ► Services for children have struggled to continue to operate during the 
pandemic and face longer term financial questions, while there is a risk of 
widening inequality for already-vulnerable groups of children;

 ► The risks of violence against children, both online and in the home/
institutions, have increased, while child and youth protection services, as 
well as reporting and identification mechanisms, have faced difficulties in 
continuing to operate; 

 ► Education has not been enjoyed equally by all during this period, while an 
increased move to e-learning presents new children’s rights challenges as 
not all children have equal access to digital technologies;

 ► In the family context, identified challenges arise from contact issues (e.g. in 
the case of separated parents), increased parental pressures (e.g. of economic 
nature) and resulting conflicts, as well as difficulties in accessing justice; 
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 ► Children’s participation in social life and recreational activities, but also 
in COVID-19 related decision-making, has been limited, as has their access 
to information;

 ► There are significant challenges to the continued and future co-operation 
of relevant stakeholders, and in keeping children’s rights high on the 
agenda (and in public budgets) in a COVD-19 context.

■ In many of the identified challenge areas, the pandemic has had not 
only an immediate impact upon children’s enjoyment of their rights, but is 
also foreseen to have profound, longer-term effects. 

Key cross-cutting recommendations for European action

 ► Organisation of regular exchanges and assessment, including by indepen-
dent and/or intergovernmental monitoring bodies, on the ways in which 
the pandemic, and response measures thereto, impact on children and 
their rights;

 ► Collection of good practices on measures taken to uphold children’s rights 
and reduce the negative impact of the pandemic and responses measures 
upon children;

 ► Encouragement and support for the “crisis-proofing” of frameworks, infra-
structures and services which are relevant to children and children’s rights, 
including through increased digitalisation.
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CHALLENGES 
AND RESPONSES

1. Equal opportunities for all children

a) Children’s services 
■ The COVID-19 crisis has presented serious challenges to the provision 
of services for children and families. Some countries pointed out that these 
services were often already over-stretched or in need of reform, with the 
pandemic further amplifying these cracks in the system. 

■ In several countries, confinement and restrictive measures have impacted 
on continued functioning of case and social workers, counsellors, health-
care providers and others. In some cases, services have continued but with 
reduced capacity, to allow for fewer workers within office spaces; while in 
others, work has been able to continue remotely or through teleworking, but 
with reduced functionalities. The pandemic has also led to increased demands 
for certain services. Some member states reported insufficient capacity to 
provide health information and hygiene items for children and families. 
There is also increased demand for mental health support services, as many 
children struggle to cope with reduced social contact, anxiety, trauma and 
even the loss of loved ones during this time. 

■ In order to counter some of these immediate challenges, many states 
have permitted the exceptional continued operation of services for chil-
dren, including through recognising child protection providers and others 
as “system relevant” key workers. A number have also increased funding for 
service providers, and with particular investment in remote solutions (e.g. 
service provision through helplines). There are, however, growing concerns 
that widespread financial and funding difficulties caused by COVID-19 may 
threaten the longer-term provision of services: particularly those provided 
by non-governmental organisations. 

■ Some also noted the need for greater coordination between various service 
providers (e.g. education, healthcare and social services), even during school 
closures: digitalisation, or “e-cooperation”, provides one possibility of doing so. 
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Country examples

In light of the pandemic, the Croatian Ministry of Science and Education 
offered a free-of-charge helpline service which provides psychological 
support to school children, teachers and parents.

In Iceland, the Ministers of Social Affairs and Children, Transport and Local 
Government and the Icelandic Association of Local Authorities have estab-
lished a response team tasked with maintaining services for children and 
other vulnerable groups. The multi-agency team includes representatives 
from social services and child protection, and from education, among others; 
and cooperated closely with those who provide services for persons and 
children in vulnerable situations. The team has gathered and disseminated 
information from all parties providing services for vulnerable groups 
nationwide, analysed scenarios and provided responses in relation to the 
pandemic’s effects on social services.

Council of Europe action 

The Secretary General’s annual report contains a section dedicated to 
COVID-19 and the Council of Europe. In the context of health-care services 
for children, and while recalling the European Social Charter guarantees 
and the Guidelines on child-friendly healthcare, the report underlines that 
these must prioritise children’s particular rights and needs. A toolkit was 
also produced for use by governments in the context of COVID-19. 

Action by other stakeholders 

The ISS, UNHCR, IFRC, SOS Children’s Villages, Hope International and 
Homes for Children and other partners have developed a Massive Open 
Online Course (“MOOC”) on adapting child protection case management 
in the COVID-19 context, which is freely available in English, French, Arabic 
and Spanish. 

https://rm.coe.int/multilateralism-2020-annual-report-of-the-secretary-general/16809ef144
https://rm.coe.int/sg-inf-2020-11-respecting-democracy-rule-of-law-and-human-rights-in-th/16809e1f40
https://www.futurelearn.com/courses/covid-19-adapting-child-protection-case-management
https://www.futurelearn.com/courses/covid-19-adapting-child-protection-case-management
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b) Child poverty

Council of Europe action 

In a 2019 declaration on addressing poverty, the Committee of Ministers 
of the Council of Europe underscored the need to re-align, as a matter of 
urgency, objectives and funding of services and programmes towards the 
eradication of child poverty; and encouraged member states to target and 
improve child welfare services, taking due account of children in vulnerable 
situations. 

The European Committee of Social Rights and the Commissioner for Human 
Rights have issued statements on protecting the right to health in the context 
of the pandemic, which underline the importance of broader, contextual 
factors of poverty, exclusion, living conditions and quality education. 

■ In usual times, children are already disproportionately affected by poverty. 
There are therefore serious concerns over the short- and long-term impact 
that the pandemic may have on exacerbating child poverty. 

■ Already, many families may have lost jobs or faced reduced hours and 
pay in light of confinement or other restrictive measures. Vulnerable children 
and families have also been unable to access support networks during confine-
ment and restrictive measures. For example, during school closures, children 
have not been able to avail themselves of publicly funded school meals. Single 
working parents, in particular, may have faced difficulties in maintaining work, 
in light of reduced schooling and childcare possibilities.

■ In the longer-term, the potential financial fallout of the pandemic is 
likely to have a particularly profound impact on children in general, and in 
particular on single-parent households as well as other families in precarious 
situations. While government-funded furlough schemes have no doubt been 
important, ensuring longer-term social protection and poverty alleviation 
schemes for families is of paramount importance, as is considering children’s 
rights in national budgeting decisions. 

https://search.coe.int/cm/Pages/result_details.aspx?ObjectId=0900001680993db4
http://rm.coe.int/statement-of-interpretation-on-the-right-to-protection-of-health-in-ti/16809e3640
https://www.coe.int/en/web/commissioner/-/learning-from-the-pandemic-to-better-fulfil-the-right-to-health
https://www.coe.int/en/web/commissioner/-/learning-from-the-pandemic-to-better-fulfil-the-right-to-health
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c) Protecting the most vulnerable children
Vulnerable groups of children have been particularly impacted by the pan-
demic and state responses. 

■ Restrictive measures have also led to the suspension of registration, age 
assessment and other procedures thereby locking migrant and refugee chil-
dren out of access to the protections and services to which they are entitled. 

Country examples

Countries like France and Italy have adopted the approach of accepting 
self-declared minority status, in order to ensure that children can access child 
protection services even while age assessment procedures are suspended. 

■ In some countries, there has been a lack of specific guidance for children 
with particular needs in the context of the pandemic. This includes, notably, 
children with disabilities and others with pre-existing health conditions. 
Moreover, some have cited concern for vulnerable children who have aged 
out of children’s services during the pandemic, including those in alterna-
tive care (e.g. children leaving school and entering into formal professional 
training where their own initiative is required).

Country examples

In Ireland, a “Supporting Children” campaign has been launched, which 
aims to support vulnerable children and their families in the COVID-19 
context. Among other things, it includes information on and for children 
in care, as well as welfare and family support.
Spain has created a set of recommendations and guidelines for action 
within the national child protection system in the context of COVID-19. It 
includes measures on issues ranging from children affected by domestic 
violence, to children in conflict with the law, and vulnerable young people 
who reach the age of majority during confinement. 
In Switzerland, the Confederation has provided financial support to out-
of-home childcare institutions who have suffered financial losses in con-
nection with the coronavirus crisis. 
In Turkey, the Ministry of Family, Labour and Social Services delivered 
distance education to foster families on measures to be taken in relation 
to the pandemic. 

https://www.gov.ie/en/campaigns/42dcb-supporting-children/
https://mail.coe.int/owa/redir.aspx?C=l8CU_h_OpsU-F0mkk-kL2-o5JlySZgap93yF7XCOqJXw3epWMP7XCA..&URL=https%3a%2f%2fwww.mscbs.gob.es%2fssi%2ffamiliasInfancia%2fdocs%2fDocumento_tecnico_recomendacion_actuaciones_covid-19.pdf
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Action by other stakeholders 

UNICEF has published its Agenda for Action on protection the most vulner-
able children from the impact of coronavirus, including migrant and refugee 
children and those affected by conflict, as well as children in poverty. 

2. Participation of all children

a) Child-friendly information 
■ In a number of member states, efforts have been made to provide child-
friendly information on the health crisis, as well as child-friendly explanations 
on hygiene measures. Several high-level representatives, including ministers, 
have given press conferences for children. Child-friendly and accessible infor-
mation remains a challenge, however: particularly in reaching certain groups 
of children, including those in institutions. 

Country examples

In the Wallonia-Brussels Federation of Belgium, the TV network RTBF has 
developed a series of programmes for children, including child-friendly talk 
show episodes (Les Niouzz) and adapted Q&A sessions (Matière grise) on 
the COVID-19 crisis. In Slovenia, a children’s digital newspaper has been 
established. It provides child-friendly educational and news coverage, 
including information on the pandemic and staying safe online.

In Turkey, children in childcare institutions under the authority of the 
Ministry of Family, Labour and Social Services were provided with educa-
tion on the COVID-19 pandemic and on how to protect themselves against 
infection. The Ministry also organised virtual game tournaments (“Pes 2020 
In-House Virtual Football Tournament”) and free virtual tours of museums 
and other cultural centres for children in childcare institutions. 

Council of Europe action 

The Council of Europe’s dedicated webpage contains some tips and a 
compilation of resources for talking to children about the pandemic. These 
include storybooks and guidance on how to inform and reassure children. 

https://www.unicef.org/coronavirus/agenda-for-action
https://casoris.si/category/english/
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Action by other stakeholders 

The Inter-Agency Standing Committee Reference Group on Mental Health 
and Psychosocial Support in Emergency Settings has produced a storybook, 
“My Hero is You”. It is aimed at children between 6 and 11 years old and 
provides information on the COVID-19 pandemic in dozens of languages. 

b) Consulting children 

■ Children have been deeply affected by the measures put in place in 
response to COVID-19, but they are one of the least likely groups to be con-
sulted or to otherwise play a role in the decision-making behind these mea-
sures. According to a survey analysis carried out in April 2020 by the Centre 
for Children and Young People’s Participation, 70% of respondents could not 
identify a single COVID-19-related child participation initiative, and none could 
cite an initiative which had yet led to governmental action. 

■ As countries continue to grapple with the fallout of the pandemic, there 
are concerns that children’s rights will be overlooked in policy-making deci-
sions. One way to safeguard against this is to ensure that children are involved 
in these processes in a sustainable manner.

■ In the longer term, too, the crisis has revealed a need to develop or reinforce 
child consultation structures which are “crisis-proof”, including through digitalisation. 

Country examples

In countries like Denmark, Italy and Norway, platforms have been devel-
oped where children can send their views, suggestions and questions on 
COVID-19 to an Ombudsperson. 

Belgium and Slovenia have carried out online surveys aimed at children 
on how their life had changed during the COVID-19 crisis. Approximately 
17,000 and 5,000 children have participated in each country, respectively. 

Action by other stakeholders

Queen’s University Belfast have launched #CovidUnder19 – a global consulta-
tion on children’s experiences of life under lockdown. It was developed with 
270 children from 28 countries, and is currently available in 27 languages. 

https://interagencystandingcommittee.org/iasc-reference-group-mental-health-and-psychosocial-support-emergency-settings/my-hero-you
http://clok.uclan.ac.uk/33087/1/28%20April%20Building%20on%20Rainbows-%20Child%20Participation%20in%20COVID-19%20Respone%20%20-%20Rapid%20Paper_.pdf
https://www.qub.ac.uk/research-centres/CentreforChildrensRights/NewsEvents/COVIDUnder19-GlobalChildrensConsultation.html
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c) Participation in activities 
■ Children’s ability to access and participation in leisure, sporting and social 
activities has been drastically reduced through confinement and restrictive 
measures. The resultant isolation and lack of stimulation or movement can 
profoundly affect children’s mental and physical health and development. 
Accordingly, a number of member states have been exploring ways to main-
tain or recommence these activities in a safe manner. This may include, for 
example, regularly reviewing sporting and cultural centre closures. 

Country example

In Italy, Guidelines have been drafted by the Presidency of the Council of 
Ministers (Department for Family Policies), and in collaboration with other 
ministers as well as the municipalities and regions, on the safe management 
of social and leisure opportunities for children during phase 2 of the COVID 
crisis. The Guidelines underline the need to protect children’s psychological 
as well as physical well-being.

3. A life free from violence for all children

a) Prevention and responses 
■ Services dedicated to preventing and responding to violence have 
faced significant challenges in continuing to operate under confinement 
and restrictive measures. This has included those responsible for identifying 
violence. For example, restrictive measures have meant that children at risk 
face reduced access to potential reporters of abuse, including teachers and 
others working in schools, as well as to social workers and others who may 
carry out home visits or other inspections. 

Country example
To overcome staffing shortages of important welfare services in Iceland, a 
“back-up legion” was established: individuals could volunteer their services to 
institutions, as well as local and national governments supporting vulnerable 
groups. Over 1,400 individuals with various skills signed up to the scheme. 
The Minister of Social Affairs and Children also provided extra financial 
support for 28 NGOs to enable them to increase their services to, among 
others, children and victims of violence, during the crisis. As a result of these 
and other measures, no serious service disruptions were reported in Iceland. 

http://famiglia.governo.it/media/1934/20200516_linee-guida-centri-estivi_2344.pdf
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■ Confinement and other restrictive measures have underlined the impor-
tance of access to hotlines and helplines, as well as adequately funding and 
staffing them. Moreover, while children face reduced access to professional 
reporters of abuse, it is of paramount importance that the general public, and 
children themselves, know how to react to and report potential abuse: to this 
end, a number of countries have invested in awareness-raising initiatives 
during periods of confinement. 

Country examples

In France, a number of measures have been put in place to ensure continued 
operation of hotlines and helplines. A business continuity plan was put in 
place for the “Child Endangerment Hotline”, which ensured that it maintained 
activity 24 hours a day and 7 days a week. An online written reporting 
service has been developed, and currently collects more than 200 reports 
a week. Since April, women and child victims of domestic violence have 
been able to send an alert text message to 114, which triggers the inter-
vention of the police or the gendarmerie. These have been supported by 
the awareness-raising campaign #EnfanceEnDanger (#ChildrenInDanger), 
which has been broadcast on TV channels. 

Countries like Estonia and Switzerland have also engaged in numerous 
awareness-raising measures and have supported helplines and hotlines, 
including through increased funding. 

In the Slovak Republic, the National Coordination Centre for Resolving 
Issues of Violence against Children (NCC) has, among other things, created 
“10 rules” for the general public on “How to talk to a child who reports vio-
lence”. They are published on the webpage of the NCC and distributed to the 
public. The aim is to inform adults of what to do and where to turn for help. 

■While some countries have observed an increase in the numbers of reports 
of abuse during confinement periods (see e.g. France), there are concerns that 
confinement measures may have impacted on reporting figures overall: par-
ticularly for children who have been “locked in” with their abusers. Countries 
must ensure that they are prepared to deal with a potential up-tick in the 
numbers of reports of violence against children, as confinement measures are 
eased. This may require continued, increased investment in relevant services 
and awareness-raising initiatives. 

http://www.allo119.gouv.fr/
http://www.allo119.gouv.fr/
https://detstvobeznasilia.gov.sk/index.php/pracujem-s-detmi/
https://detstvobeznasilia.gov.sk/index.php/pracujem-s-detmi/
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Action by other stakeholders 

End Violence against Children has issued a leaders’ statement from 22 
global leaders, including UNICEF, the UN SRSG on Violence against Children 
and WHO, which calls for action to protect children from violence during 
COVID-19. It is available in seven languages (Arabic, Chinese, English, French, 
Portuguese, Russian and Spanish). 

b) Sexual violence 

■ Some have warned of the particular risks of increased child sexual exploi-
tation and sexual abuse during periods of confinement. 

■ As schools and social hubs have closed, children have turned to the digital 
environment for learning, entertainment and socialising. There are suggestions 
that potential perpetrators have also increased their online activities during this 
time. This has led to increased risks of online grooming, extortion, distribu-
tion and use of child sexual abuse material. Given that a significant amount 
of child sexual violence occurs within the circle of trust, many children may 
have also found themselves “locked in” with their abusers during this time. 

Council of Europe action 

The Lanzarote Committee issued a statement on the protection of children 
against sexual exploitation and abuse in times of the COVID-19 pandemic. It 
draws attention to the heightened risk of sexual violence during confinement 
periods, both offline and online. It also draws attention to the duty of State Parties 
to monitor the risk; to engage in awareness-raising and support for parents and 
caregivers confined with children; ensure continuous dialogue and cooperation 
between all relevant stakeholders; and ensure awareness and availability of 
hotlines and helplines. The statement is currently available in 13 languages. 

The Lanzarote Committee has also collected information from state Parties on 
the impact of COVID-19 and related measures on sexual abuse and exploitation 
of children. The results will be made public on the Lanzarote Committee web-
page and the dedicated COVID-19 webpage of the Children’s Rights Division. 

The End Online Child Sexual Exploitation and Abuse @ Europe project (EndOCSEA@
Europe) and other cooperation projects on violence against children in Ukraine 
and Republic of Moldova have taken account of the impact of the COVID-19 
pandemic in the area, including through the organisation of dedicated webinars. 

https://www.end-violence.org/articles/leaders-call-action-protect-children-during-covid-19-now-7-languages
https://www.end-violence.org/sites/default/files/paragraphs/download/Ending%20Violence%20in%20a%20time%20of%20COVID-19%20-%20Join%20Statement%20Arabic.pdf
https://www.end-violence.org/sites/default/files/paragraphs/download/Ending%20Violence%20in%20a%20time%20of%20COVID-19%20-%20Join%20Statement%20chinese_0.pdf
https://www.end-violence.org/articles/leaders-call-action-protect-children-during-covid-19-now-7-languages
https://www.end-violence.org/sites/default/files/paragraphs/download/Ending%20Violence%20in%20a%20time%20of%20COVID-19%20-%20Join%20Statement%20French_0.pdf
https://www.end-violence.org/sites/default/files/paragraphs/download/Ending%20Violence%20in%20a%20time%20of%20COVID-19%20-%20Join%20Statement%20Portuguese.pdf
https://www.end-violence.org/sites/default/files/paragraphs/download/Ending%20Violence%20in%20a%20time%20of%20COVID-19%20-%20Join%20Statement%20Russian.pdf
https://www.end-violence.org/sites/default/files/paragraphs/download/Ending%20Violence%20in%20a%20time%20of%20COVID-19%20-%20Join%20Statement%20Spanish.pdf
https://rm.coe.int/covid-19-lc-statement-en-final/16809e17ae
https://rm.coe.int/covid-19-lc-statement-en-final/16809e17ae
https://www.coe.int/en/web/children/-/lanzarote-committee-statement-on-the-protection-of-children-against-sexual-exploitation-and-abuse-in-times-of-the-covid-19-pandem-1
https://www.coe.int/en/web/children/lanzarote-convention
https://www.coe.int/en/web/children/lanzarote-convention
https://www.coe.int/en/web/children/covid-19
https://www.coe.int/en/web/children/endocsea-europe
https://www.coe.int/en/web/children/endocsea-europe
https://www.coe.int/en/web/children/-/online-child-sexual-exploitation-and-abuse-in-times-of-the-covid-19-pandemic
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c) Domestic violence 

■ Some countries have seen increased reports of domestic violence dur-
ing periods of confinement, including against children and between parents: 
it should be recalled that child witnesses of domestic violence also require 
particular protection. Among other things, this may be driven by a lack of 
social and family services during this time, as well as increase in anxieties and 
tensions resulting from the pandemic itself, subsequent job insecurities and 
increased amounts of time spent together during extended lockdown periods. 

■ In addition, confinement measures and lack of investment have led to 
difficulties in the provision and accessibility of crisis shelters and related 
services. 

Country examples

In the Czech Republic, postal and pharmacy staff were trained on how to 
recognise signs of domestic violence and on how to offer help. A verbal 
code was established, which victims could use to alert these workers, and 
awareness-raising was carried out through TV spots. Similar schemes have 
also been set up in France and Slovakia. 

Council of Europe action 

The President of the Group of Experts on Action against Violence against 
Women and Domestic Violence GREVIO and the Committee of the Parties 
to the Istanbul Convention have issued declarations in response to the 
COVID-19 outbreak. They both outline the increased risk to women and 
children during the pandemic, and underscore that the obligations under 
the Convention on Preventing and Combating Violence against Women 
and Domestic Violence (Istanbul Convention) apply to Parties at all times. 

■ In the longer term the possibility of repeated lockdowns, and of financial 
hardship resulting from the pandemic, will continue to put families under 
pressure and leave children and other members at increased risk domestic 
violence. It is also concerning to see that already, NGOs and providing such 
services have seen significant reductions in their funding across some states. 
There is a clear need for longer-term, comprehensive family support and 
sufficient investment in crisis services. 

https://rm.coe.int/grevio-statement-covid-24-march-2020/pdfa/16809cf55e
https://rm.coe.int/grevio-statement-covid-24-march-2020/pdfa/16809cf55e
https://rm.coe.int/declaration-committee-of-the-parties-to-ic-covid-/16809e33c6
https://rm.coe.int/declaration-committee-of-the-parties-to-ic-covid-/16809e33c6
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4. Child-friendly justice

a) Access to justice & being heard
■ The pandemic has led to the closure of courts and reduced capacity in 
the functioning of judicial service across many member states. This has led to 
significant delays in children’s access to justice: a matter that is even more 
pressing in urgent cases, including on child protection issues. Children have 
also faced limited access to their legal representatives, guardians ad litem 
and social workers. 

Council of Europe action 

The European Commission for the Efficiency of Justice (CEPEJ) has issued 
a declaration on the lessons learnt and challenges faced by the judiciary 
during and after the COVID-19 pandemic. It underlines that judicial systems 
should give priority to cases which concern vulnerable groups at greater 
risk of suffering during the COVID-19 pandemic. This includes cases of 
domestic violence, in particular, against children. It also calls for constant 
re-evaluation of emergency measures, provision of access to justice by 
alternative measures (including technological solutions), as well as human 
resources and budgetary support to help courts put these in place and 
absorb delays.

■ Across a number of countries, significant challenges are being faced 
in continuing to hear children where at all possible, in asylum and judicial 
proceedings which affect them. A number of countries also noted that hear-
ings of children by child protection services took place only exceptionally 
during periods of confinement or other restrictive measures. Where they did 
take place, they often took place online and from the child’s home – making 
it difficult for service providers to assess whether parents were listening and/
or influencing the child. 

b) Children’s rights in the family 
■ The pandemic has increased challenges to children’s rights in the family 
context. Confinement and other restrictive measures have sometimes led 
to limited child contact by non-custodial parents, and an increased risk of 
parental alienation. Reduced functioning of judicial services has also led to 
delays in proceedings relating to child access, and to difficulties in enforcing 
court-orders on visitation rights. 

https://rm.coe.int/declaration-en/16809ea1e2
https://rm.coe.int/declaration-en/16809ea1e2
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Country example

Divorced parents in Cyprus were granted exemptions from restrictions on 
movement, in order to ensure the right of both parents to have contact 
with their child during this period. 

c) Children in conflict with the law & deprived of liberty
■ For children deprived of liberty, including those in immigration detention, 
in prisons or in institutions, there have been complaints of overcrowded and 
sometimes unsanitary conditions, increasing the risk of COVID-19 outbreaks 
in these facilities. Among other things, restrictions on movement has led to 
reduced contact for these children with family members and the rest of the 
outside world. In such conditions, many countries have cited an urgent need 
for monitoring of facilities, including by national human rights institutions, 
to ensure that human rights are being complied with. 

Council of Europe action 

The CPT have issued a statement of principles relating to the treatment of 
persons deprived of their liberty in the context of the pandemic. Among 
other things, it calls for all possible action to be taken to protect the 
health and safety of persons deprived of their liberty, ensure fundamental 
safeguards against ill-treatment, and ensure monitoring as an essential 
safeguard. Following written responses from member states, it issued a 
follow-up statement in July. 

The Council of Europe Commissioner for Human Rights issued a state-
ment in April 2020, citing the need for urgent steps to protect the rights 
of prisoners in Europe. In particular, she called for the needs of the most 
vulnerable detainees, including children, to be taken into account, and the 
importance of decreasing the prison population in order to ensure effective 
implementation of sanitary regulations. Further, any restrictions to family 
visits and outside contact should be mitigated by alternative arrangements, 
including extended access to phone or video communications. 

Action by other stakeholders 

The UN Committee on the Rights of the Child has issued a statement on 
protecting the rights of the child in the context of COVID-19. In the current

https://rm.coe.int/16809cfa4b
https://rm.coe.int/16809ef566
https://www.coe.int/en/web/commissioner/-/covid-19-pandemic-urgent-steps-are-needed-to-protect-the-rights-of-prisoners-in-europe
https://www.coe.int/en/web/commissioner/-/covid-19-pandemic-urgent-steps-are-needed-to-protect-the-rights-of-prisoners-in-europe
https://tbinternet.ohchr.org/_layouts/15/treatybodyexternal/Download.aspx?symbolno=INT/CRC/STA/9095&Lang=en
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context, it calls on states to release children in all forms of detention, when-
ever possible. It further urges that states prevent the arrest and detention 
of children for violating state guidance and directives relating to COVID-19. 

5. Children’s rights in the digital environment

a) Online child sexual violence

■ The increased risk of online child sexual abuse and exploitation has 
already been outlined. At the same time, confinement and other restrictive 
measures have affected those who work to protect against and identify online 
child sexual abuse materials. 

Council of Europe action 

At its 27th meeting in June 2020, the Lanzarote Committee organised a 
thematic exchange of information, experiences and good practices on 
“stepping up protection of children against sexual exploitation and abuse 
in times of the COVID-19 pandemic”. Among other things participants 
observed that hotline and helpline providers faced reduced capacity to 
carry out legal assessments of potential child sexual abuse material 
reports. There had also been a slow-down in de-listing of URLs which 
contain child sexual abuse images, as companies face reduced capacity 
to carry out content moderation.

b) E-learning 

■ As schools have closed in an attempt to stem the spread of the virus, 
e-learning has become a cornerstone for many children’s education. Yet 
e-learning is not a panacea, and a number of challenges have arisen. 

■ First, children do not have equal access to e-learning: many children in 
vulnerable situations, including those in poverty, in institutions, or deprived 
of their liberty, do not have adequate technology (devices, internet) in order 
to benefit from e-learning. Other children may live in cramped, loud or 
overcrowded conditions which are not conducive to learning. Moreover, for 
children with a disability or with other particular needs, e-classes and online 
educational materials may be ill-adapted to them. A number of initiatives have 
been taken within member states to ease these difficulties.

https://www.coe.int/en/web/children/27th-meeting-of-the-committee-of-the-parties-t-es-
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Country examples

In Azerbaijan, Croatia, Montenegro and Slovenia, teaching was provided 
through TV channels, as well as online platforms, to maximise children’s 
access to education during school closures, and particularly aimed at chil-
dren with limited or no internet access. 

In Belgium and Croatia, government funding schemes have been set up 
to provide laptops or other technological devices for children who were 
otherwise unable to access online learning. 

In line with the Individual Development Education Programme of 
Montenegro, teaching materials were adapted and personalised for students 
with particular educational needs. Adapted materials were also hosted on an 
online school portal, through a dedicated webpage on inclusive education.

The United Kingdom has taken steps to ensure that vulnerable children 
can continue to attend educational institutions that were closed to the 
majority of children during the height of the pandemic. 

Council of Europe action 

The Council of Europe’s Director of Democratic Participation has issued a 
statement on the right to education in the context of the pandemic. It recalls 
that continuing children’s education, even in the face of school closures 
is imperative; that this education should be equitable, inclusive and of 
adequate quality; and that focus should be placed on developing children’s 
competences for a democratic culture as well as their digital citizenship. 

■ Even for children who are able to access e-learning, this does not guar-
antee the quality of teaching, nor the amount of education which children 
receive. Teachers and children alike may struggle to adapt to using digital 
technologies for the purposes of education. Technical support and training for 
both teachers and children in using e-learning tools is therefore of paramount 
importance. Moreover, teaching at a distance can make it difficult for teach-
ers to monitor children’s levels of engagement, and/or to identify children 
who may be at risk of dropping out. Related to this, parents may struggle 
to support their children’s learning during school closures, through lack of 
knowledge, digital skills or due to their work commitments. 

http://www.skolskiportal.edu.me/Pages/Inkluzivnoobrazovanje.aspx
https://www.coe.int/en/web/education/making-the-right-to-education-real-in-times-of-crisis
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Country examples

In Cyprus and Italy, measures were introduced to allow working parents 
stay at home with their children following school closures while receiving 
a significant percentage of their salary. 

In Italy, parents working in certain sectors were also entitled to a bonus, to 
be spent on local social and educational services and/or childcare. Monthly 
paid leave for working people assisting a person or relative with special 
needs was also increased between March and April 2020. 

Council of Europe action 

In response to the pandemic, the Council of Europe has collected good 
practices and educational materials on online teaching and on education 
for digital citizenship. 

Resources for parents have also been collected, to support them in keep-
ing children safe online; navigating screen time during the crisis; finding 
quality content online and supporting children’s e-learning.

■ Not all platforms used for e-learning offer the same levels of security or 
protection, including in relation to children’s data protection and privacy. 
Teachers and children, too, have had to navigate new questions in relation to 
privacy and education, as they engage with videoconferencing technologies 
and other activities which my leave a digital footprint. 

Council of Europe action

The Chair of the Convention 108 Committee and the Data Protection 
Commissioner of the Council of Europe have issued a joint statement on the 
right to data protection in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic. In a context 
where many schools are going “online” to continue educational programmes 
for children, they underline that the processing of children’s data in educational 
systems must be based on a proper legal basis and be maximally transparent 

■ There are also significant concerns over the longer-term impact of the 
pandemic upon children’s right to education: it must be considered how 
“missed” education will be identified and addressed upon schools reopen-
ing. Particular attention must be paid, in this regard, to groups of children at 
an increased risk of dropping out of school, including disabled children and 
those living in care, Roma and migrant children.

https://www.coe.int/en/web/education/good-practices
https://www.coe.int/en/web/education/good-practices
https://www.coe.int/en/web/education/new-materials
https://www.coe.int/en/web/children/covid-19
http://rm.coe.int/covid19-joint-statement/16809e09f4
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CONCLUSIONS: 
POLICY IMPLICATIONS

T he thematic exchange and questionnaire revealed significant challenges in 
the area of children’s rights. While the Council of Europe, member states and 
other stakeholders have already responded with a range of initiatives and 

resources, more must be done; action started must be maintained, and lessons 
learned must be incorporated into future responses. Several policy implications 
for the Council of Europe’s Programme on Building a Europe for and with Children 
are identifiable. While the CDENF may adapt its current workplan to address 
shorter-term challenges or better respond to crisis situations, it is important 
that longer-term issues are examined by member states and, where of priority, 
incorporated into the future Strategy for the Rights of the Child (2022-2027). 

CDENF workplan (2020-2021)

 ► Pillar 1: Encourage impact assessments and child rights budgeting by 
decision-makers, in the context of short- and longer-term measures 
taken (either directly or indirectly) in response to the pandemic

 ► Pillar 1: Encourage frameworks for and collection of disaggregated data 
on children’s rights and the impact of the pandemic and responses thereto

 ► Pillar 2: Consult children (directly or through member states) on their 
experiences during and in the wake of the pandemic – this could form 
a thematic part of consultations carried out in the preparation of the 
upcoming Strategy 

 ► Pillar 2: Continue production and dissemination of child-friendly materi-
als on children’s rights, adapted to their age, needs and contexts

 ► Pillar 3: Support exchanges of good practices, tools, knowledge and 
experience on integrated and systemic approaches to violence (main 
task ii), in the context of the pandemic

 ► Pillar 3: Consider methods for improving and developing identification 
of violence in the context of the pandemic, possibly through incorpo-
ration of specific task iii (development of instruments on systems for 
professionals to report violence against children) 

https://rm.coe.int/cdenf-2020-2021-en/1680992cdb
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 ► Pillar 4: Encourage member states to support NGOs and NHRIs in the 
continued monitoring of facilities where children are deprived of their 
liberty and of children’s access to justice

 ► Pillar 4: Take account of the impact of the pandemic in the work of 
the CJ/ENF-ISE on the rights and best interests of the child in parental 
separation and in care proceedings (specific task iv.1), including where 
domestic violence may be present

 ► Pillar 5: Further promote implementation of CM/Rec(2018)7 in relation 
to access and education in the digital environment

 ► Pillar 5: Consider children’s data protection and privacy rights implications 
in the context of online education – this could be incorporated into the 
CDENF’s mandate (specific task iii.4)

Developing the new Strategy for 
the Rights of the Child (2022-2027)

 ► Pillar 1: Examine the longer-term impact of the pandemic and related 
measures on child poverty and social exclusion as well as related implica-
tions; further promote the social and economic guarantees contained in 
the European Social Charter

 ► Pillar 2: Continue to support member states in the setting up and improve-
ment of embedded child participation mechanisms in all relevant contexts 
and institutions, while ensuring that these are “crisis-resistant”; promote 
and facilitate child-led participation and child activism 

 ► Pillar 3: Explore and encourage the “crisis-proofing” of child protection 
services, including by incorporating new technologies and approaches in 
the long-term conception and functioning of services

 ► Pilar 4: Continue to promote reduction of children deprived of their liberty 
in all contexts; examine further the issue of child witnesses of domestic and 
intrafamilial violence; ensure children’s access to justice

 ► Pillar 5: Further explore and consider policies which keep children safe 
online, in particular in collaboration with parents and private enterprises 
(e.g. internet service providers); explore action concerning children’s 
data protection.
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The COVID-19 pandemic has affected and will continue to affect 
children and challenge the rights of the child in multi-faceted ways. 
All children, of all ages and in all countries are affected, and mea-
sures taken by governments to contain and mitigate the COVID-19 
pandemic are having persistent and far-reaching impacts on chil-
dren’s lives. This publication summarises the key challenges and 
trends observed, and identifies some promising practices, taking 
into account the discussions held during a thematic exchange of 
the Council of Europe Steering Committee for the Rights of the 
Child (CDENF), held in June 2020, as well as member states’ reports. 
While the Council of Europe, member states and other stake-
holders have already responded with a range of initiatives and 
resources, the report identifies several policy implications for the 
Council of Europe’s programme on Building a Europe for and with 
Children together with a series of long-terms issues for consider-
ation in the context of the current Strategy for the Rights of the 
Child (2016-2021) and the future strategy beyond 2021.
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